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Wild Horse Island is imaginary. Its history, culture, legends, people, and ecology echo Hawaii’s, but my stories and 
reality are like leaves on the rain forest floor. They may overlap, but their edges never really match. 
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The girl and horse stood nose to nose. 


Trade winds swirled the scents of trees and cinnamon-red dirt around them. Truck tires crunched on the rough road 
to ‘Iolani Ranch, a goat’s bleat mixed with birdsong, and the harsh neigh of a stallion rang out from a distant 
pasture. 


But the girl only noticed her horse’s hay-sweet breath and the flick of her flattened ears. Darby smiled at Hoku’s 
determination to win their stare-off. 


She’d named the filly Hoku, the Hawaiian word for star, after the white marking on her chest, but Darby Carter 
couldn’t help comparing the young horse to something else. 


Nitroglycerine, Darby thought as she stepped toward her golden-red filly. One wrong move could make that 
chemical explode. 


Darby scuffed her boots in the dirt. She couldn’t move any closer without ramming into the filly, but Hoku didn’t 
know that. 


The sorrel braced her legs and tossed her mane. Her stare stabbed past strands of ivory forelock. 
Friendship was one thing. Giving in to a halter was something else. 


Hoku would never be truly tame. Darby knew that haltering her mustang was about as safe as playing with 
explosives. 


“Hey, good girl, don’t look so worried,” Darby said. 


Hoku vibrated with a silent nicker and her head rose an inch. For a second, Darby felt as if they were the only two 


creatures on the island, but then Hoku glanced over Darby’s shoulder, through the corral rails, and glared at their 
audience. 


“Stay close.” 


Darby didn’t turn at Cade’s voice. His eyes tracked her moves, but he wasn’t adding up her mistakes. He was 
keeping her under surveillance for her own good. 


Not that Cade and everyone else on ‘Iolani Ranch thought she was insane, but she’d understand if they did. To say 
she’d made a few big mistakes last week was an understatement. She’d given new meaning to the term horse crazy. 


“But I’ve learned my lesson, haven’t I, pretty girl,” Darby said. 
Hoku’s eyes widened in curiosity as Darby sauntered around to the horse’s left side. 


Darby and Cade had been talking since dawn about how to halter the head-shy filly. Staying close, without doing 
anything Hoku found scary, was the first step. 


Once, a man had tried to beat the filly’s wild horse wariness out of her. It hadn’t worked. Hoku’s spirit matched her 
fiery gold coat. She hated men and she didn’t like anyone, even Darby, touching her head. 


“Exhale,” Darby whispered to herself. Hoku shouldn’t feel tension quaking off her. 

After three quiet breaths, Darby leaned her shoulder against Hoku’s. 

The filly didn’t shift away. Instead, she rearranged her front hooves to return the gentle pressure. 

“Perfect.” Darby barely breathed the word before raising her arms in a hug and rubbing the filly’s poll. 

At last Hoku relaxed. Her head drooped until her lips were even with Darby’s knees. 

Now came the hard part. Could she tie a soft rope halter on Hoku’s lowered head? 

“Stay close,” Cade repeated. 

Darby guessed she should have given some sign that she’d heard him the first time, but after all, shouldn’t a 
horseman like Cade know she didn’t want to set off Hoku by having a conversation with him? Cade had studied the 
way of Hawaii’s cowboys, the paniolo, and he was apprenticed to her grandfather Jonah, a man known as the 
Hawaiian horse charmer. 

“Hear me?” Cade asked. 

Darby risked a tiny nod. That was all it took to detonate the filly’s wildness. 


Hoku bolted into a gallop. Strides meant to cross an endless range took her around and around the corral. 


Darby kept herself from groaning, but her arm had a mind of its own. It flung the orange rope halter down in 
frustration. 


Hoku’s front legs lifted. Her hooves jounced down as if the halter was a snake and she wanted to pound the life out 
of it. Then, Hoku wheeled and raced in the opposite direction. 


“Your temper just set you back an hour,” Cade pointed out, but she still didn’t look at him. 


She knew what she’d see: brown eyes set in a sun-browned face beneath a brown luahala hat that hid the only spot 
of color about him, the tight blond braid of a paniolo. 


Squinting her eyes against the dust swirling around her, Darby snatched up the halter. She sorted it back into shape 
by touch, without taking her eyes off Hoku. 


Reversing her morning’s progress, Darby backed toward the fence until she collided with it. 
“Go away. Please.” 

“Jonah wants me to supervise—” 

“But—” 

“And he’s the boss,” Cade finished. 


Wishing she could communicate with Cade as well as she could with Hoku, Darby considered the hand-me-down 
boots she’d accepted from Megan Kato, the ranch manager’s daughter. Scuffed through the reddish finish of the 
oxblood leather, they were real cowgirl boots and Darby loved them, but they didn’t supply any ideas on how to 
convince Cade she needed to be alone with her horse. 


“We’ll be okay,” Darby promised, and when Cade didn’t contradict her, she slid her eyes around far enough to see 
that he was staring up at the pillowy gray clouds. 


“Suppose it’s this storm that’s got Luna so spooky?” Cade asked her, and Darby heard the stallion neighing from the 
lower pastures again, though he was usually quiet during the day. 


“Tt doesn’t look like much,” Darby said. She hadn’t been in Hawaii long, but the clouds didn’t look like they were 
holding a downpour that would send her scurrying inside to curl up on her bed with a book. “Maybe you should go 
check on him.” 


Cade’s second silence had to mean a weakening in his resolve. 


“Maybe I will,” Cade said. “Something’s got him stirred up.” He pushed back from the fence so abruptly, the post 
joint creaked with a sound like a starter’s gun. “Be right back.” 


Yes! Cade’s retreat worked like magic. As the boy turned away, Hoku slowed to a jog, then a walk. Then she 
stopped, sneezing at the dust halo she’d raised. 


“Hoku,” Darby said brightly as if she hadn’t seen her horse for days, and the filly watched Darby tighten her black 
ponytail. “Here’s what I think. We need to stop worrying about what Shan Stonerow did to you and get on with our 
lives.” 

When the sorrel sidestepped, Darby decided that “getting on with life” wasn’t a concept a horse could grasp. 

“I know,” Darby sympathized. “He was a bad guy. He hit you in the face, but that won’t ever happen again.” 
Darby closed her eyes, trying to send the filly an image of snow melting off the range, of warmth replacing cold. 


“We're starting over, like springtime.” 


Darby stood close enough to touch Hoku’s withers. She lifted her hand slowly and stroked the filly’s golden mane. 
She crumpled it between her fingers, imitating the way horses groomed each other with gentle bites. 


“We were making such good progress before you escaped. We can do it again.” 


Hoku shook her mane. She swung her head around to look at Darby. Her neck wrinkled like satin from all Darby’s 
brushing, but her eyes questioned the girl. 


Holding the halter’s nosepiece open with her left hand, Darby inched her right arm higher, to ease the loose end of 
the headstall into position. When Hoku didn’t move away, Darby delighted in the circle she made with her horse. 


Hoku nudged the treat pouch Darby carried around her waist. 


“Why yes, I do have hay for good little mustangs,” she told Hoku. Darby slipped the nosepiece around Hoku’s nose 


as the filly’s agile lips worked at the pouch flap. “You love hay, don’t you?” 


Darby heard the scuff of boots behind her, but she concentrated on getting the loose end of rope through the loop 
over Hoku’s poll. All she had to do now was tie it. 


She knotted the rope. 

That doesn’t look right, she thought, but Hoku would lose interest if she didn’t taste hay. Right now. 

Darby drew her hands back slowly, as if balancing. The halter stayed on. 

She unsnapped the treat pouch and Hoku snatched a mouthful of hay. She gave a single chomp before swallowing, 
then nudged Darby for more. The sorrel didn’t back away until she’d eaten every stalk of hay and licked Darby’s 
hand for traces she’d missed. 

“Ta da!” Darby announced, turning to Cade. 

Except that it wasn’t Cade. It was Kit Ely, foreman of ‘Iolani Ranch. 


“Good work.” He flashed Darby a smile, which looked extra white in the shade of his black Stetson. 


Then, looking down to make an unneeded adjustment to his short leather chaps—Darby thought he called them 
chinks—Kit said, “Kinda wonder why you didn’t snap on the lead rope while ya had her.” 


Darby looked at the tangerine-and-white-striped rope lying in the dirt nearby and sighed. “Me too.” 

She swiped a raindrop off her cheek, then bent inch by inch to gather up the rope. 

Darby heard Hoku’s mane flip from side to side as she shook her head. 

Darby’s fingers closed over the rope. Straightening slowly, she saw the orange halter fall off Hoku’s head. 
“T guess I didn’t tie it right,” Darby muttered. 

Hoku snorted and gave a triumphant buck. 

“You'll get it, Darby.” Kit’s voice was as encouraging as a pat on the back. “It just takes time.” 


Darby wasn’t sure when Kit left and Cade returned, but after a long time of coaxing and feeding Hoku more hay, she 
managed to rehalter the filly. 


Attaching the lead rope was another story. Hoku ran and bucked, kicked and squealed, until Cade told Darby it was 
time to give up. 


“She almost got a hoof through her cheek piece that time. Better call it a day.” 
“Okay,” Darby agreed, then remembered why Cade had left. “Is Luna okay?” 


She felt almost silly asking after the stallion. The big bay ruled this ranch, but to Darby, every horse here was a 
miracle. 


“I don’t know what’s gotten into him,” Cade said, shooting a glance at Hoku. 
What did that mean? Darby wondered as Cade walked toward the tack room. 
He glanced over his shoulder to see her safely through the gate as it closed between her and Hoku. 


By then it was raining steadily, but Darby still didn’t want to leave her horse. 


She felt good about their progress. After all, she and the filly had only been in Hawaii for two weeks. 
Darby’s horse-handling skills were improving, even though she was working toward a goal she didn’t want to reach. 


Once Darby could halter and lead Hoku without trouble, Jonah would exile them to the rain forest. Raised in the 
urban web of Southern California freeways, Darby was scared of the jungle. 


But how bad could it be? She was in paradise, surrounded by horses, and one of them belonged to her! 
As if Hoku hadn’t had enough of Darby, either, the filly pressed against the fence. Darby rested her hand on Hoku’s 
neck. The smooth curve of muscle beneath the sorrel’s skin was no longer hot from injury. It slid beneath Darby’s 


palm as the filly walked off to drop her nose into her water bucket. 


“Hey,” Darby said, grinning. “Isn’t she doing great?” When Cade faced her, he nodded, but she noticed his jaw kind 
of shifted to one side. 


Would she have noticed that ill-at-ease movement if Cade’s jaw hadn’t shown signs of being broken and healing 
sloppily? 


Something was wrong. And now that she was outside the corral, Darby felt shy again. 


Darby eased the collar of her blue shirt away from her neck. She wiped the back of her hand over her rain-wet 
forehead. And waited. 


“Jonah wants to see you,” Cade said. 

Of course he did. She’d been silly to think Jonah would ignore last week’s poor judgment. 
“He said he’d be in his library,” Cade said. 

“I don’t remember seeing it,” Darby said. She reviewed the house’s floor plan in her mind. 


She was new to the ranch, and there hadn’t been a lot of time for exploring. Still, she should have remembered a 
room full of books. 


Cade could tell her how to find it, though. He was Jonah’s foster son, and took classes by correspondence, so he 
must get to use Jonah’s library. 


Cade nodded toward Sun House. “Walk into the living room, yeah? And before you get to the lanai, call out for 
Jonah.” 


“Thanks,” she said to Cade, then headed for the house, eager to get this showdown over. 

Darby thought she totally deserved some kind of punishment, but she had brought her horse home safely. That must 
count for a lot. Of course, while freeing Hoku had been an accident, slipping away from Megan after the older girl 
had helped her search for her wild horse hadn’t been. Megan had made an effort at friendship and Darby had paid 
her back by getting her in trouble. 


At least no one had asked for details of her sea crossing with Hoku. That was lucky, because they both could have 
drowned, and Darby still couldn’t explain how she and Hoku had found their way back to ‘Iolani Ranch in the dark. 


But today was the day she found out what kind of disciplinarian her grandfather was, and how she’d handle 
punishment from someone besides her mother. 


“For some reason I’m not that scared,” Darby told the pack of Australian shepherds escorting her to the house. 
With waving tails, merry eyes, and openmouthed leaps, they acted as if nothing bad would happen. 


“Just the same, I don’t take predictions from dogs,” she told them. “No offense.” 


Chapter 2 


Darby sat on the low bench in Sun House’s entrance hall and tugged off her boots. Her skinned knees were stiff 
from her fall down the boulders in Crimson Vale, but getting her boots off wasn’t hard. Megan’s outgrown boots 
were still a bit big for Darby and slid off easily. 


Sitting in her stockinged feet, Darby gazed out the open front door. She didn’t want to close it. 
How could it feel more dreary inside the house than it did outside in the rain? 


Because I’m going to my doom, Darby thought, but as she stood, she pushed the cuff of her long-sleeved T-shirt up 
to look at her good-luck charm. 


It was all Samantha Forster’s fault, Darby decided. The Nevada cowgirl wore a bracelet braided from silvery strands 
of mustang mane. The idea had stuck with Darby. So even though she was not the least bit superstitious, when she’d 
found this ornament of three tiny black braids, which looked like a broken horsehair necklace, she hadn’t been able 
to resist wrapping it around her wrist. 


Darby didn’t believe in good-luck charms. Tugging her sleeve back down, she thought maybe it couldn’t hurt. 


A thump drew her attention to the corner of the living room. The lowest of the wooden cabinets to the left of the 
lanai doors swung open. 


Darby couldn’t believe her eyes. Framed in the open cabinet, like a face on a television, was her grandfather’s head. 
“The entrance to my library’s down here.” 
Darby felt like Alice in Wonderland as she asked, “Down where?” 


She tilted her head to look inside. There were no shelves, no clutter of stored Christmas lights or old videos, only 
Jonah, crawling backward, away from her, deeper into a cabinet that had no back. 


It was a secret door. 

Disbelieving, Darby remained squatting. 

Jonah’s face reappeared. “Crawl in,” he told her. 
“Okay,” Darby whispered. 

“Tt’s not that kind of library,” Jonah told her. “Speak up.” 


“Okay.” She walked her hands out in front of her until she was on all fours. “Here I come,” she said, raising her 
voice. 


From polished wooden floor to pillows, she crawled past Jonah. He closed the door behind her, but Darby didn’t 
stop crawling until she’d reached the far wall. Then, twisting to sit, she cautiously raised her head to look around. 
Once you got through the entrance, there was room to stand, but Darby didn’t. 


Jonah’s library wasn’t much bigger than a closet, but full bookshelves were set in a spiral that started at floor level, 
then circled the room up to the ceiling. It was like being inside a shell. 


Darby tilted her head back and saw that the bookshelves spiraled all the way up to an arched skylight. 
“This is so cool,” she gasped. 


Arms and legs folded, Jonah sat back against the closed door, looking comfortable. 


He shrugged at her delight, but a smile lifted his black mustache. 

“What is it? I mean, I know it’s your library, but—” 

“I was a sickly little kid, like you,” Jonah said. “Once I had to stay a week in the hospital, off island. When I came 
home, my dad had built this for me. He said it was a hideout from my big sister and brother, that no one I didn’t tell 
would know it existed.” 


A refuge with a crystal ceiling to let in the sun, Darby mused. 


“But really, it wasn’t their fault,” Jonah went on. “It was me always tryin’ to keep up with my sister and brother and 
their friends, then runnin’ out of breath. So he built me a spot I wouldn’t want to leave.” 


A kingdom of horses outside and a realm of books inside. What a great father to give an asthmatic boy such a 
magical place to spend the days he could barely breathe. How many people had such good fortune? 


Me, for one, Darby thought thankfully. ‘Iolani Ranch was like something from a fairy tale and her grandfather was 
sharing it with her. 


Darby had a hard time reconciling the Jonah who’d flung himself off a running horse into a tangle of wire to rescue 
Hoku, with the frail boy he’d been, until she saw the wooden horse. 


“I love it.” Darby pointed to a wooden horse with a huge book set on its back. The horse wasn’t painted—just buffed 
to the brilliant bay of a real horse. “A rocking horse without rockers,” she said. 


“My dad pried ’em off after I rode hard enough to make me wheeze. After that, I sat on it to read. Until I got tired of 
my asthma.” Jonah gave Darby a half smile. They both knew it was impossible to wish away the chest-gripping 
disease. 

“Now,” Jonah said. “It’s time for you to pick your punishment.” 


Outstanding, Darby thought. If her grandfather was going to let her select her own punishment, she’d pick none. 


“I don’t really need a punishment. I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t ever let Hoku escape again.” Darby hoped there 
was a serious and sincere expression on her face, because she meant what she’d said. 


When Jonah’s only reply was to raise his black eyebrows, she added, “I know that I hurt Megan’s feelings, though, 
and that none of you really trust my judgment as much as you did before.” 


Jonah made a rolling movement with his hand as if he expected her to go on. 


Darby pulled her knees up against her chest, encircled them with her arms, and pressed her forehead to her knees to 
concentrate. She didn’t know what her grandfather wanted from her. 


“Did Ellen—” 
Darby looked up at the sound of her mother’s name. 
“—ever tell you about Mary’s bracelet box?” 


Darby shook her head. Could Jonah be talking about another relative she’d never met? Or was he about to launch 
into another one of his random stories? 


“Two women were the best of friends,” Jonah began, “and when one took sick and was about to cross over—” 
“Die?” Darby asked. 


Jonah nodded, then continued, “She begged her friend to become hanai mother to her daughter Mary. ‘Raise her as 
your own,’ said the dying woman. ‘All I ask is that you give her my koa wood box, unopened, when she is grown.’ 


“Of course the good friend agreed, but she’d always admired her best friend’s koa wood box, carved with wondrous 
birds and beasts and kept on a high shelf. So, after the woman’s funeral, she couldn’t help but look inside. A 
polished cinnabar bracelet lay in the box. No great treasure, the hanai mother thought, looking guiltily at Mary, but 
too nice to leave in the dark box until the little girl was grown. So, the hanai mother wore the bracelet, growing 
proud of her slender wrist encircled by the scarlet bangle. She meant to give the gift to Mary someday, but somehow 
she never did. Her guilt grew each time she took the bracelet from its koa box. Finally, though, she couldn’t part 
with the bracelet. She threw the box into her cooking fire, to destroy the evidence of her theft. 


“The flames weren’t hot enough to consume her guilt in betraying her dead friend, and guilt poisoned her love for 
her hanai daughter. Mary grew up wild, willful, and, as soon as she could, she moved far away from her hanai 
mother.” 


When Jonah paused, Darby tried to grasp the story’s meaning. She hadn’t stolen anything, but she had found 
something someone had lost. Could he possibly know about the horsehair braids wrapped and tied around her wrist? 


Darby’s index finger slid inside her shirt sleeve to touch the improvised bracelet, then jerked back. Sharp as a thorn, 
the broken shell that looked like it had once dangled at the wearer’s throat pricked her finger. 


Darby curled her fingers tight, in case the shell had drawn blood, but Jonah didn’t seem to notice. 


“Finally, the hanai mother, longing for Mary and forgiveness, knew what she had to do. She sold her house, bought 
a piece of koa unmatched by any wood in the world, and apprenticed herself to a wood-carver. At first he judged her 
a ridiculous old woman, but he was willing to take her money. The hanai mother turned out to have a talent for the 
art and the wood-carver was at a loss to understand why the woman created a single box into which she put an old 
red bracelet, chipped and scratched. 


“Tt took two years, but finally, on bloody feet and with a careworn heart, the hanai mother arrived at Mary’s door in 
a Strange city. With bent head, the hanai mother offered Mary the box and her confession. Crying, Mary drew her 
hanai mother inside and nursed her tenderly until she died.” 


“I kind of like the story,” Darby said, “but I still don’t know what you want me to do.” 


“Every animal on this place earns its keep, but you’re a human. You have to earn respect as well as your food and 
shelter.” 


Darby stared at the wall until the books blurred before her eyes. 


Seeing her confusion, Jonah hinted, “To earn back Megan’s respect, you have to understand what you took from her. 
Then you’ll know how to pay her back.” 


“T hurt Megan’s feelings...,” Darby began. 
“Good.” Jonah’s voice sounded warm and understanding, like a storybook grandfather. “And how did you do that?” 


Feeling ashamed, Darby swallowed, then said, “I made her look incompetent.” Trying to get this over with, she 
added, “And I made you worry.” 


“More than that, you took my peace of mind. Ellen told me you were not so brave.” Jonah sounded sorry for 
believing Darby’s mother. “But it turns out you’re a daredevil when it comes to your horse.” 


Darby tried to fit his teasing tone with his glare, but then she gave up and just blurted the truth. 

“I’m not a daredevil. I just did what I knew was right.” Darby shook her head. That sounded lame, like she was 
quoting something from a leadership class they made you take at school. “You know that I know how Hoku thinks. 
Not all of the time, but pretty often. So I knew what was right for her and I had to do it. You do the same thing with 


horses, right?” 


Darby didn’t hear how tangled her words were until Jonah bowed his head and gripped the graying hair at his 


temples with his hands. 


Then he boomed out her full name, “Darby Leilani Kealoha Carter, you are wasting time. That, or I’m too old to 
follow the wandering of a young girl’s mind. 


“Since you have no ideas for punishment, I’m giving you two chores that will teach you what you need to learn. 
You're not lacking intelligence, but you’re not patient or sensible.” 


I am too patient and sensible, Darby wanted to protest, except when it comes to horses, but Jonah pointed at her as if 
he were about to make a major pronouncement. 


“You will take over tending that goat Francie. Megan’s been in charge of her, but now it’s your responsibility to see 
that Francie is fit to eat on the Fourth of July.” 


Darby winced. She didn’t like the idea of eating something that had a name, but she said, “Okay.” 

“And you’ll take over a chore for me. You can serve as Luna’s attendant.” 

“His attendant?” Darby asked. “Like hold his train while he walks to his throne?” 

She was joking, but the mighty bay stallion was named Luna, which meant boss. And he took his title seriously. 
“I’m not sure Luna likes me,” Darby said. 

“He scares you. That’s not the same thing.” Jonah held up his palm to keep her quiet. “Luna is a well-mannered, 
working stallion. He doesn’t spook easy, but he will take a stand if you don’t. Learning to handle him will be good 


training for you.” 


Gooseflesh covered Darby’s arms and she shivered, thinking of the proud stallion. “He won’t try to fight other 
stallions, will he?” 


“He would if he were challenged,” Jonah said, “but he’s the only stallion on the place.” 


“Good,” Darby said, then added, “Thanks for giving me such a good punishment. I expected something worse,” she 
admitted. 


Jonah nodded and said, “I’m taking it easy on you because you’re still learning how things work here.” 
“Thank you,” Darby said. “I think—” 

“Don’t thank me, and don’t think,” Jonah told her. 

“Don’t think?” 


“That’s right. You’re too new to this life to think for yourself. I learned that the hard way.” Jonah waited for her to 
contradict him. 


He’s treating me like a kindergartner, Darby thought, but she stayed quiet. 

“Have you cleaned the tack shed?” Jonah asked. 

“No. Was I supposed to?” 

“You were in there this morning. You noticed that one of the horses had come in and messed things up, yeah?” 


“Sure,” Darby said, and she knew which horse it had been, too. Kona, Jonah’s dappled gray, took every opportunity 
to sneak into the tack shed for a little of the grain that was also stored inside. 


“Who did you think would clean it up?” 


Kimo or Cade, Darby admitted to herself, but she didn’t say it. 

“T’m not sure what I should do,” Darby said. 

“Make sure the saddles and bridles are hung up. See that the halters are all on hooks, not dropped on the floor. Get 
rid of the empty feed sacks, and then sweep the floor until there’s not a crumb left. I suppose your mother taught you 
how to use a broom?” He raised one black eyebrow. 

“Sure she did,” Darby agreed. 

“Get after it before dinner,” Jonah told her, then scooted to one side to open the door for her. 


“I will.” 


Darby got back down on all fours to leave through the low door. She ducked her head, thinking that once you got to 
be a year old or something, you really didn’t spend much time crawling. 


She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was leaving a magical place for the ordinary world. 

She looked back over her shoulder. Instead of saying good-bye, she said, “I really love your library.” 

She’d almost made it through the door when Jonah said, “Don’t forget. Tomorrow you’ll take over Francie.” 
“The goat,” she said. 

“Fourth of July dinner,” he corrected her. 

She sighed, crawled the rest of the way through, then pulled herself to her feet. 


Jonah had nearly closed the door when he added, “About the books, help yourself. Anytime.” 


Chapter 3 


Darby opened her eyes and blinked into the darkness. 
She heard hooves, lots of them, like an entire herd of horses, moving closer and closer. 


She sat up in bed, then sagged against the window frame. She managed to raise her eyelids long enough to look out 
her window and see darkness. Though the restless hooves moved on, sounding as if they’d passed by the house, 
there were no horses out there. 


Darby flopped back down in her bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. It must have been something like a branch 
rubbing against another branch, she thought groggily. Invisible night horses didn’t exist. 


Darby had just found a comfortable position and drifted back to sleep when it happened again. 
She sat up in bed. What had wakened her? This time it wasn’t a ghost stampede. 


At home, she would have recognized most sounds before she was fully awake. A car alarm might have roused her, 
or a late bus shifting gears, maybe a lovelorn cat. But she wasn’t at home and Sun House sat silent except for the 
squeak of her bedsprings and the soft rustle of sheets over her pajamas. 


Darby leaned forward to listen. 


When the sound came again, she recognized the click-thump of a back hoof grazing a carefully placed front hoof. 
Then—thud!—weight bumped against the house wall. 


Darby scrambled to her knees and spun around to stare outside. She expected to look down on a rumpled mane, or 
wide nostrils tilted up at her, but night blacked out everything. Her forehead pressed against the glass, she saw only 
a moon, thin as the edge of a dime. 


But she’d heard a horse. And this time it was no dream. 
‘Iolani Ranch saddle horses weren’t locked up at night, but most stayed in the lower pastures, grazing. 
Had Hoku escaped again? No, everyone on the ranch was as determined as she was to keep the filly safe. 


Navigator, then? The big brown gelding had kept her company while she cleaned out the tack room yesterday before 
dinner. Darby guessed it was possible he’d returned and somehow recognized her window. 


Wide awake now, she eased her legs from the bed. 


Since Jonah slept right down the hall and Darby didn’t want to wake him, she rocked from bare heels to bare toes as 
she headed for the door. She’d read that such a gait was actually quieter than tiptoeing. 


Slipping out into a city night would have been risky, but on Wild Horse Island, she had nothing to fear. 


A rug slid underneath her on the polished wooden floor and Darby steadied herself against the wall, just as hooves 
thudded again. 


There was a light switch within inches of her hand, but she didn’t click on the front porch light. If she were a horse 
exploring the night, a sudden blast of brightness would scare her away. 


But she had to open the door. 


She turned the doorknob slowly, hoping the snick of metal drawing out of the doorframe wouldn’t spook the horse. 
Then Darby slipped through the barely opened front door. 


A dark shape froze as her eyes found it. 


The creature couldn’t know she was still waiting for her vision to adapt to the night. Darby scanned the shade under 
the candlenut tree. That’s where there’d been motion, then stillness. 


A breeze stirred the leaves. 


There! Starlight showed her a swath of gleaming blackness. The sheen was too far above the ground to be a panther 
slipping through the shadows, and too low for an ebony owl spying out dinner from a branch. 


Standing stiff so that no sound—not even her arms brushing her sides—came from her, Darby listened. 
If she could tell that something was hiding nearby, why weren’t the dogs barking? 


Canines could see and hear better than people could, and their sense of smell was about a hundred times more 
powerful than humans’. 


Stop holding your breath, Darby told herself, then exhaled in tiny increments. 
Maybe she hadn’t heard hoofbeats, but heartbeats. 
Maybe nothing was wrong, except that her mind had knit a disturbing dream out of leftover worry. 


That was probably it, Darby told herself. Her punishment had turned out to be not so bad and her mind was still 
dealing with its relief. 


Maybe. 
Determined to find out if her imagination was running amok, Darby took a large step off the porch. 
The horse exploded from cover. 


Darby heard hide scrape tree bark. She smelled soil and leaves dug up by hooves. A whirlwind snatched Darby’s 
hair and waved the ends against her cheeks. 


She heard it. She felt it. She even smelled hot horseflesh. But she didn’t see a thing. 

The dogs didn’t bark. Hoku didn’t neigh. And now she was alone. 

The kicked-up dust made her sneeze. As she rubbed at her nose, Darby tried to be her usual analytical self. 
“Okay, let’s look at the possible explanations,” she said out loud. Her voice was higher pitched than usual. 


She sat down on the front step and laced her fingers together. Looking at them, she told herself to think, but her 
pulse was still pounding as her mind replayed what had happened. 


Darby heard boots as the door opened wider behind her. 
Dressed in khaki pants and a pressed shirt, Jonah stood in the doorway. 
“It’s five o’clock, time to be up,” he said. 


Darby nodded. Her teeth almost chattered in her eagerness to tell her grandfather what had happened, but she wasn’t 
sure how to explain. 


Staring over the ranch yard, Jonah asked, “They bothering you?” 


“Who?” Darby knew her grandfather’s teasing tone. This wasn’t it. 


“The menehune.” 


“No, it wasn’t little people,” she said. Sometimes he sounded serious about weird stuff, and he’d told her before 
about the menehune, who could help or hurt you. “I heard a horse.” 


“Yeah?” Jonah stepped off the porch. Hands on hips, he surveyed his surroundings. “When?” 
“Just a few minutes ago.” Darby shifted uneasily on the step. If he asked her to describe the horse, she was sunk. 
“Which horse?” Jonah asked. 


“I didn’t exactly see it. More like, I woke up when I heard hooves moving around. And when I came out here, the 
horse wasn’t gone, but it wasn’t really here, either.” Darby shook her head. “What I mean is, I could barely make it 
out under the tree. It held so still”—Darby’s hands moved to make a frame in the air—“it just blended in. Then, 
when I stepped off the porch, it bolted. And I couldn’t see what color it was because there was no real light.” 


Out of breath, Darby waited for Jonah to respond to what might have been the longest string of words she’d put 
together since she’d arrived. 


“Could have been a dream. A night mare, you know?” he joked. 
“I thought of that,” Darby said. “But it smelled like a horse.” 


“Maybe a spirit horse, then. There’s the Shining Stallion of Mauna Kea—a mountain over on the Big Island. He’s 
been stealing mares and breaking down fences for a couple hundred years.” 


“T don’t think—” 
“He’s sighted at daybreak and nightfall.” Jonah gestured at the uncertain light around them. 
“Here?” Darby cut in. 


“Moku Lio Hihiu?” Jonah gave a skeptical shrug as he pronounced the Hawaiian words for Wild Horse Island. 
“He’s been spotted on Sky Mountain and near Two Sisters. There’s even a waterfall named for him down in 
Crimson Vale. But me? I always thought those were stories to scare off people from places that the paniolo don’t 
want to share.” 


“How would that work? People would be drawn to a story like that, not kept away, wouldn’t they? I mean, ‘the 
shining stallion’ sounds pretty cool.” 


“He’s a menace, this horse. A killer.” 


A throwback to a vicious ancestor? Darby wondered, thinking of what she’d heard about her own filly’s great- 
grandsire. 


“Oh.” Darby considered Jonah’s explanation for a few seconds. “But is he really real?” 
“People believe what they want to believe, but I’ve never seen him,” Jonah said. 
Me either, Darby thought, but that didn’t mean there hadn’t been something breathing under that tree. 


She studied the tree for a minute. Its leaves looked like maple leaves, though Auntie Cathy had told her it was called 
a candlenut tree. Supposedly its pods could be set aflame and they’d burn like candles. Too bad they hadn’t 
spontaneously combusted and given her light to see the horse. 


Jonah must have noticed her lopsided smile. 


“T’m not pranking you, Granddaughter, just telling you what people say.” 


Darby sighed. “He’s probably just a tall tale, then, right?” Darby gave Jonah her most scholarly look. “Or a ghost- 
stories-around-the-campfire legend?” 


“Something like that,” Jonah said. “Because I’ve only seen two horses with murder in their eyes.” 


Darby didn’t like the sound of that. She loved horses with all her heart, but they were big muscular animals with 
flashing teeth and heavy hooves. 


“But if it was a real horse—maybe a wild horse,” she said, thinking of the black horse she’d seen in Crimson Vale, 
“he’d only come onto a ranch with people around if there was something wrong. Right? Or if’—Darby’s breath 
caught, thinking of Hoku—“he was here to steal mares?” 


“Can you see Luna allowing that?” Jonah asked, but for an instant, he looked troubled. Before Darby could ask why, 
Jonah asked, “Do you know how to make coffee?” 


She wondered if she’d ever get used to the way her grandfather’s mind hopped around like a Ping-Pong ball. 


“Kind of,” Darby said, even though her mother always set up a coffeemaker and all Darby had to do was flip a 
switch. She was tired of admitting she didn’t know anything. Besides, she’d figure it out. 


Dumber people had learned to make coffee, right? 


“You do that while I go let the dogs out,” Jonah instructed. “If there’s a strange horse around, they’ll find ’im. Then 
we need to talk.” 


Darby changed into jeans, boots, and a long-sleeved yellow shirt. She buttoned the cuffs. If it got too hot, she could 
roll them up above her good-luck charm. But only if she was alone. 


She kept calling it her good-luck charm, but she didn’t know what it was or how she’d ended up with it yesterday. 
Auntie Cathy had told Darby that something in her room smelled “musty.” 


Feeling a little insulted, Darby had gone to her room and, hands on her hips, taken a deep breath. Instantly her nose 
had wrinkled. She’d smelled what Auntie Cathy had been talking about and musty was too nice a word for it. 


Darby had sniffed. She’d patrolled the perimeter of her room. Finally, she’d looked under her bed. 


Disgusted, she’d retrieved the mildewed jeans she’d accidentally kicked under there after she’d come in exhausted 
from battling riptides, then hiking home with Hoku. 


Darby had picked the jeans up with the thumb and forefinger of one hand and covered her nose and mouth with the 
other. Then something had fallen on her bedroom floor. 


This. 


The toothpick-thin braids were bound at each end with stringy stuff she recognized as coconut fiber. There wasn’t 
much left of its centerpiece shell. And that was probably her fault. 


Darby thought she’d tripped on the necklace, mistaking it for a vine, as she’d made her way down to Hoku in the 
cove below the pali. 


Darby touched the pale nub of shell. Sharp and cracked off at an angle, it must have snagged on her jeans and stayed 
with her as she rescued Hoku. 


She smoothed the pad of her thumb over the braids. They were smooth and black. 


How cool would it be if the hair had come from the shining stallion Jonah had told her about? And what if it wasn’t 
a good-luck charm, but a talisman or amulet? She could never remember which one of those was worn as protection. 
But if this one had horsehair from the land and shell from the sea, maybe... 


Stop, Darby ordered herself. It was an interesting souvenir of how brave she and Hoku could be together. 
Daydreaming about anything more could wait. 


Back in the kitchen, Darby checked the cabinets and shelves for a coffeemaker and couldn’t find one, but she did 
find coffee beans. Shaking the airtight jar, she saw that they were hard, oily beans. Dark brown and the size of her 
little fingernail, they were totally different from the ground-up, powdery stuff her mother used. 

They smelled great, she thought, opening the jar, but she wished they’d come with instructions. Why hadn’t she 
watched as Auntie Cathy and Jonah made coffee? Her only idea for making coffee was soaking the beans in water, 
like tea in a bag. But that seemed wrong. 


Well, all coffee required hot water, so she put water in a pan, set it on a stove burner, and switched it on to boil. 


While she tried to figure out what came next, she munched on a handful of the granola Auntie Cathy ate every 
morning. It could be sweeter, but the dried fruit bits weren’t bad. 


A glance at the kitchen clock gave her an idea. She could call her mother for help. 


“Honey, I’m so glad to hear from you!” her mother rejoiced. “You are definitely coming with me when I come back 
to Tahiti! It is amazing. I’d forgotten—being bred in the tropics...” 


While her mother rattled on excitedly about Tahiti, Darby poured granola into a bowl and began picking out pieces 
of dried fruit. 


“just feeling at home, here. Your grandfather notwithstanding, I bet you’re feeling the same.” 


Feeling at home? Darby drew a deep breath. She hoped her mother wouldn’t zero in on her hesitation. Sometimes it 
was like she could read minds. 


“T love the ranch,” Darby insisted, “and Hoku is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” 
“I’m so happy things are working out,” her mother said in a marveling tone. 


“T’ve got to ask you, though—” Darby tried to stop herself because the question on the tip of her tongue wasn’t 
about making coffee. “Mom, did Jonah used to make you pick your own punishment?” 


“Darby, what did you do?” Her mother sounded horrified. “He only does that for big things. Like, once I—never 
mind. What did you do?” 


Darby wondered why she hadn’t realized that by tattling on Jonah, she’d be telling on herself. 


She stared into the pan full of water. Little bubbles clustered together, then broke away from each other, racing for 
the surface. 


“He didn’t tell you about Mary’s bracelet box, did he? Darby?” 


“Um, was it sort of about an orphan and making amends?” Darby stalled, trying to sound confused. “I’m not 
positive I understood.” 


“What I think is that I won’t be led off on a tangent, young lady. Now, tell me what you did.” 
The use of young lady was always a bad sign. 


“Pl tell you later,” Darby said. Watching the water simmer, she realized something for the first time: Jonah hadn’t 
called her mother when she’d been missing. 


“Tell me now,” her mother insisted. “I’m due on the set in five minutes.” 


Wisps of steam rose off the quaking surface of the water. 


“T accidentally let Hoku get away—” 


